FROM    SEA    TO    SKY

ported in Massawa, four, at least, had been put out of action, and,
as it turned out, the ones that remained caused little or no trouble.
Fifty-four convoys were escorted by air between June and Decem-
ber of 1940 and only on two occasions were ships damaged; one
was sunk by bombs and the other managed to reach port. The last
recorded air attack on a Red Sea convoy occurred on Novem-
ber 3rd, 1940. This spoke well for the contribution made by these
two Blenheim squadrons whose unceasing vigilance most probably
dissuaded the Italian Air Force from seriously interfering with this
vital L. of d

WavelFs army was gradually being built up but was not yet in
sufficient force to halt the Italian offensive which opened on
September i3th before it overran Sidi BarranL This gave the
enemy the use of an advanced landing-ground and the opportunity
for greater air activity, particularly for their fighter aircraft. It
enabled them on several occasions to escort their bombers during
attacks on Mersa Matruh. At one time, these were frequent and
difficult to counter from our fighter airfields east of Mersa Matruh.
However, that splendid Gladiator squadron. No. 80, brought
down fifteen Italian fighters in one day, which discouraged their
future activities considerably.

I think this was the first occasion on which the importance of
airfields in the strategy of land warfare was really brought home
to us in Middle East.

Considering their numerical air superiority there was surpris-
ingly little inconvenience caused by the I.A.F. in the back areas
of Egypt or to the Fleet base at Alexandria and the Suez Canal.
It provided a breathing-space and gave us time to husband our
air resources for future activities.

As an item of aviation history it is of interest to record that,
at the end of June, Marshal Balbo, the Italian Governor-General
of Cyrenaica, was killed in his aircraft by the anti-aircraft guns of
one of his own cruisers. This Italian was an international figure in
the aviation world, known to many British air-travellers; as a mark
of respect I had a suitably worded note dropped over the frontier
by an aircraft on reconnaissance. In due course a reply was
dropped by an Italian machine from my opposite number express-
ing, "Deep thanks for your message of sympathy." Perhaps it was
just as well that this colourful personality did not live to see the
humiliation of his country in defeat, I am fairly certain that he did
not relish the idea of fighting the British but he was no longer a close
associate of Mussolini and probably had no influence with him.
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